they welcomed CIM founder J. Hudson Taylor into their home, during what was his first visit to Changsha, but the very next day he suddenly died.
Though Keller came to China as a medical missionary and focused on this ministry in the early years of his career, the center of his various ministries from beginning to end was evangelism. He served as an itinerant missionary, concentrating on the urban centers of Hunan Province and sharing the Gospel through street preaching and handing out tracts. He depended heavily on local assistants; at least two Chinese evangelists, named Li and Yang, played important roles in Keller's early mission outreach. During these early years in Hunan, Keller developed a supporting network of powerful backers in North America. They included Lyman Stewart (1840-1923), cofounder of Union Oil. A major supporter of several key fundamentalist projects in North America, Stewart provided most of the funds Keller needed for his mission projects. Keller used the money to hire Chinese assistants and to purchase printed Gospel materials from various mission publishing houses and Bible societies. 2 Lyman's brother, Milton Stewart, also became a staunch supporter of Keller, mainly through his active and influential Milton Stewart Evangelistic Trust Fund.
Houseboat Ministry
In 1909 Keller's ministry underwent a major change. In those days foreign tobacco companies sometimes sent out their sale clerks on steamboats to distribute cigarette samples to residents. Some came to Changsha. Keller was deeply troubled by their zeal and techniques. He later recalled: "As we saw their strenuous work and heard of their far-reaching plans, and thought of the thousands and thousands of towns and villages whose millions of people had never heard of Christ, or even seen a copy of God's Word, who would soon be smoking cigarettes, our hearts were filled with burning shame and at the same time throbbed with a great ambition, to be equally comprehensive in plan, wise in method, and prompt in action for the King."
3 No evidence can be given that he completely abandoned his medical practice thereafter, but clearly his long-existing passion for evangelism found new expression. By this time he was well on his way to a shift of his focus from evangelism through medical practice to evangelism by more direct means such as Bible conferences and theological education.
Taking advantage of the dense network of the rivers in Hunan Province, Keller mobilized local Chinese believers and organized them into itinerant evangelistic bands, sending them out on houseboats. On July 30, 1909, the first band of six evangelists, led by Yang, was launched. The man-powered boat they used was actually a floating mission station with bedrooms, kitchen, dining room, and a larger room for worship and study. 1 Upon completion of his studies, he joined CIM and arrived in China in 1897. After a short period of language training, he was assigned to Hunan Province, the field to which he devoted his entire life.
Early Ministry in Hunan
Keller's ministry in Hunan had a bumpy start. After arriving in October 1898, he was twice driven out by local anti-Christian mobs. But he refused to give up, making his way to Changsha, the provincial capital, in June 1901. Other Western missionaries had made a number of attempts to enter that city, but all had failed. In 1898, for example, B. H. Alexander of the Christian and Missionary Alliance was able to evangelize in the city, but he had to live outside the city wall. Keller's medical skills, however, gained him entrance. In June, 1901, two Chinese soldiers guarding the city were wounded in a drill, and Keller stepped forward to bind up their wounds. This action earned the trust of the local officials, who later allowed Keller to settle in the city permanently. By this means he was instrumental in gaining entry to the city for CIM and other mission agencies.
Keller Under Keller's leadership, the ministry grew rapidly. By 1912 the number of evangelists increased to twenty-four, who were divided into several teams to cover more and larger districts of the province. The following year the number grew to twenty-eight. 5 From 1911 to 1916 the teams visited a total of 363,767 households and distributed 17,837 copies of the New Testament. 6 From the beginning Keller was clear that "the immediate objective of the work is to assist the missions working in Hunan in speedy and thorough evangelization of the twenty-two millions of people living in this province." 7 He thus insisted that the evangelistic teams enter a district "only on the invitation of the missionary in charge." 8 Keller made persistent efforts to ensure that teams were indigenous. Even though they reported to Keller and the mission agencies, "the direct conduct of each party is entrusted absolutely to its trained Chinese leader." 9 For this reason he emphasized the training of Chinese believers, and gradually the houseboat ministry took on a growing dimension of theological training. The first trip had already included Bible studies for the team members in their daily schedule. Each day, before starting their evangelistic activities at 10:00 a.m., they prayed and studied the Scriptures. After returning from their work around 4:00 or 5:00 p.m., they took time in the evening to study and to share their experiences of the day. Later, courses on the Bible, theology, church history, homiletics, and even sacred music were added. While serving as evangelists, students could finish the curriculum in two years. In addition to being mobile bases for evangelism, the houseboats thus functioned as floating Bible schools.
For the houseboat ministry, however, Keller relied heavily on financial support from America. 10 The Milton Stewart Evangelistic Trust Fund and Mary W. Stewart, widow of Milton Stewart, were the major financial backers of this ministry, continuing until 1934. 11 In the years that followed, this dependency on American money remained, which explains the financial hardship Keller's ministry experienced during the Great Depression.
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Nanyoh Bible Conference
Even while launching the houseboat ministry, Keller turned his eyes to another area for evangelism: Nanyoh (now Nanyue). Located about 130 miles south of Changsha, Nanyoh is one of the five sacred mountains of China and a very significant site for Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. Every fall thousands of pilgrims from all over the country would flock to the mountain and worship at numerous temples there.
In the fall of 1909 G. G. Warren of the English Wesleyan Mission organized an evangelistic team to share the Gospel with the Nanyoh pilgrims. Touched by Warren's vision, Keller decided to join the team and also obtained funding from North America to purchase copies of the Bible for this venture. A German CIM missionary lent them a property located in the small village of Nanyoh Kai. Resting at the foot of the mountain, the property turned out to be strategically located. Not only did the village have a large temple, but also several nearby paths led toward the mountain.
When Warren departed a few years later, Keller took over the ministry and transformed it into an annual event combining Bible study and evangelism. The facilities at Nanyoh Kai were considerably expanded and improved. Every September the members of the houseboat ministry and Chinese church leaders, as well as other believers from Hunan Province, gathered there for three weeks. They spent their mornings and evenings in Bible study, prayer, and fellowship, inviting many well-known Chinese and Western church leaders to lead these gatherings. By 1918 the event attracted an average of eighty people every year from ten to twelve denominations.
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Evangelism was an indispensable part of the Nanyoh Bible Conference. From 2:00 to 6:00 p.m. each day the participants were sent out to meet pilgrims on their way home. They treated them with tea and shared the Christian message with them. They also put up Christian posters along the paths to the temples. By the fall of 1916 the number of pilgrims contacted by the evangelists reached 40,000; altogether the pilgrims had received 39,600 copies of Scripture quotations and 20,000 Gospel pamphlets.
14 It was no surprise that the evangelistic outreach among the pilgrims brought Keller and his ministry into conflict with the local religious leaders. Local Buddhist monks and Taoist priests told some pilgrims to burn the Gospel materials. Certain temples even made an attempt to buy out the property of the Bible conference and thus drive out Keller's ministry. Keller did not yield to the pressure but continued his campaign against "heathenism" and kept working "to spread widely the knowledge of the Gospel of Christ our Saviour." 15 
Hunan Bible Institute
The establishment of Hunan Bible Institute (HBI) was undoubtedly the culmination of Keller's missionary career. He was always keenly aware of the necessity for training national church leaders, and the training components of the houseboat ministry and the Nanyoh Bible Conference were testimony to his commitment to theological training. At one point he even planned to develop the conference in Nanyoh into a permanent Bible training institution, but ultimately he chose Changsha as the location for a new theological school.
The Hunan Bible School (HBS; later Hunan Bible Institute) was officially launched in 1916. In that year Lyman Stewart decided to take over full responsibility for the support of Keller's work in Hunan Province. This decision led Keller in 1916 to place his existing ministries and the newly proposed Hunan Bible School together under the supervision of the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (Biola), which also was funded by Lyman Stewart. For these reasons HBS/HBI was often referred to as "the Evangelistic Department of Biola," "Biola in China," or "the China Branch of Biola."
The years from 1916 to the early 1930s were the golden years of HBI's history. A donation of $355,000 from Milton Stewart enabled a twelve-acre, state-of-the-art campus to be completed
Keller mobilized local
Chinese believers and organized them into itinerant evangelistic bands, sending them out on houseboats.
in 1927. 16 The institute served churches from more than twenty denominations all over the country, but the new campus was so modern and so splendid that one has to wonder whether the Chinese church could ever have afforded to maintain it. 17 Keller's leadership stimulated a long period of stable growth of the student body; enrollment grew from 39 students in 1919 to 117 in 1922. 18 In the years 1918-29, a total of 239 students graduated from HBI. 19 Throughout these years Keller was indeed the soul of the HBI community. As the longtime superintendent, he was revered by HBI faculty and staff. His wife, Elizabeth, was also involved in ministering to female students. During these years Keller was committed to indigenization of the faculty. Under his supervision in the late 1920s and early 1930s, HBI successfully recruited an outstanding Chinese faculty and placed Chinese church leaders and theologians in charge of many departments of the school. By 1931, twelve out of the sixteen faculty and staff were Chinese.
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Until the mid-1930s Chinese remained the majority of the faculty. They were responsible not only for caring for most of the classroom teaching load but also for the operation of most of the departments, ranging from correspondence courses to logistics. In fact, in the 1930s HBI boasted one of the most prominent and influential Chinese faculties among all the evangelical theological schools in China. This faculty included Chen Chonggui (Marcus Chen, 1884-1964) and Cheng Jigui (T. C. Cheng, 1882-1940). The former was a popular speaker at revival meetings across the country and edited an influential nationwide journal entitled Budao Zazhi (Evangelism). The latter was instrumental in translating the Scofield Reference Bible into Chinese and introducing dispensationalism to the Chinese church via a hugely popular correspondence course. Through the efforts of these Chinese faculty members, HBI quickly earned the trust of the Chinese evangelical churches, and it became a stronghold of evangelical theological education in China in the 1930s and 1940s.
Despite its achievements in raising up a prominent Chinese faculty, however, HBI made little headway toward becoming self-supporting, and it failed to implement self-government fully during Keller's tenure. As the founder and superintendent, Keller enjoyed enormous prestige at HBI, holding the community together through his personal charisma. He did not seem to feel an urgent need to set up an effective administrative structure or local decision-making procedures. Instead, he and Charles Robert, a longtime HBI faculty member and the treasurer, constituted the real center of power at HBI. Oddly enough, the institute remained under the final authority of the Biola board in the United States and thus was never able to establish its own board in China. The Chinese faculty and staff of HBI might be brilliant and might direct their own departments and ministries, but their voice was insignificant in deciding the overall direction of the school or in arriving at decisions on crucial matters.
Another unfortunate factor, namely, HBI's chronic financial dependence upon the American churches, further skewed the balance of power. Keller's donor network was the essential lifeline of the school. For its part, Biola was responsible for collecting the donations and distributing them to HBI. In the early 1920s Biola passed on $30,000-$40,000 to HBI annually. 21 Until the mid-1930s HBI students did not have to pay tuition. 22 Keller's apparent failure to intentionally and persistently encourage the Chinese church to contribute more was a signal weakness of the school.
Originally Keller modeled HBI on a Bible school, but later he made consistent efforts to upgrade its academic standards. By the early 1930s HBI had a full curriculum in place, tailored for students from various educational backgrounds. High school graduates would be enrolled in a two-year program, junior high school graduates in a three-year program. Others would first enter a preparatory program. A bachelor's degree was the terminal degree. In 1933 the name of the school was officially changed from Hunan Bible School to Hunan Bible Institute. But Keller had no intention of turning HBI into an academic ivory tower. For him, the school's purpose was to serve the Chinese church, and therefore practical training was just as important as academic training. As a result, he worked to ensure that the houseboat ministry and the Bible Conference continued to be vital parts of HBI's ministry. 23 From 1931 to 1935 the number of houseboats sent out annually stood between six and eight. 24 From attendance of 200 in 1922, the enrollment of the Nanyoh Bible Conference grew to 350 in 1924. 25 After 1926 the annual Bible Conference moved to Changsha, where it continued for another decade or so though on a much smaller scale. In addition, with Keller's encouragement, HBI faculty and students initiated a number of local evangelistic outreaches such as newspaper advertising evangelism and prison and hospital ministries. HBI was a complex of ministries, not just a theological school, and in the 1920s and 1930s it stood out as a powerhouse of nationwide evangelism in China.
Between 1935 and 1937, however, HBI came close to shipwreck because of its twisted administrative structure. As Frank Keller prepared to retire, tension between the Chinese faculty and the Biola board over the succession plan began to intensify. When Charles Robert was identified as the person most likely to be appointed by the board-over a number of more prestigious and popular Chinese professors-most of the Chinese faculty and staff rose up in protest. In June of 1935 they joined hands with some Chinese church leaders in Changsha to form a new board and declared a takeover of HBI, which lasted for a year. Then the Biola board asked Keller to reorganize the Changsha board, effectively ending Chinese independence. Consequently, HBI lost most of its prominent Chinese faculty. Heartbroken, Keller called this controversy "a tragedy." 26 The eruption of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937 made the school's normal operation impossible, and it did not enroll new students until the fall of 1947.
In 1937 Keller officially retired, and Robert was appointed the new superintendent the following year. But for three years Keller continued to live in Changsha, leaving for Los Angeles in 1940. He died on July 24, 1945, in Los Angeles. During the turbulent war years, HBI was under Charles Robert's leadership. With its educational operation suspended, the campus was often turned into a refugee and medical center. HBI recovered quickly in the wake of the war, but under the Communist regime, it eventually had to shut its doors in the early 1950s.
Conclusion
In his own time Frank Keller was not one of the most famous Western missionaries in China, but the course of his ministry was definitely unique. He did not articulate his theological views systematically, but in the 1920s and 1930s his passion for evangelism HBI's chronic financial dependence upon the American churches skewed the balance of power.
• By setting up self-funded plans to save on premium
• By offering superior advice from our years of experience and his exclusivist attitude toward non-Christian religions put him in the conservative camp. He was a practitioner by nature and content with a low-key, non-self-promoting approach to ministry. This fact explains why he accomplished as much as any of the contemporary conservative mission leaders in China but did not gain much fame beyond the HBI and Biola communities.
In his lifelong attempts to indigenize the ministries he initiated, Keller's record is mixed. He largely succeeded in raising the level of Chinese participation and creativity, but he fell well short of helping HBI become self-supporting and self-governing. While liberal missionaries, with their ambitious and costly establishment of institutions, might more readily be guilty in this regard, evangelical missionaries were not immune from such missteps-as Keller's failure and HBI's "tragedy" testify.
In any case, it is beyond doubt that Frank Keller exerted a shaping influence upon evangelical Christianity in China through HBI and related ministries. He also played a pivotal role in connecting Chinese evangelical churches with the international evangelical movement via such prominent conservative figures as the Stewart brothers and such influential institutions as Biola. His immense achievements did not earn him national or international recognition during his lifetime, but the imprint of his legacy can still be seen in the theology and ministry of the church in China today.
Notes
